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Sacramento, CA - The California Fish and Game Commission (“Commission”) today 
rejected protection for the western burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia hypugaea) under the 
California Endangered Species Act (“CESA”).  The conservation organizations that 
submitted a formal petition in April of 2003 to list the owl as a state endangered or 
threatened species vowed today to go to court to overturn the Commission’s decision.  The 
Commission voted 4-0 against “candidate” status for the species despite precipitous 
statewide declines in the last two decades.  Burrowing owls continue to decline in 50% of 
their range and have been completely or nearly eliminated from an additional 22% of their 
range in California.  Had the Commission accepted the petition, the owl would have been 
designated as a “candidate” species while a year-long status review was conducted by 
DFG.  Candidate species receive the same protection under the CESA as endangered or 
threatened species. 
 
“The Commission’s decision not to accept the burrowing owl petition was outrageous, and 
lacked any credible biological or legal basis,” said Jeff Miller, spokesperson for the Center 
for Biological Diversity.  “Despite overwhelming evidence the species is now eliminated or 
in decline throughout more than two-thirds of its range in California, the Department bowed 
to political pressure from the building industry and agricultural interests.  The state’s failure 
to meet their legal obligation to protect the owl as a candidate species will land them in 
court and this decision will be overturned.” 
 
“The Commission dodged the major issue, and that is what constitutes a significant portion 
of the owl’s range in California,” said Craig Breon, Executive Director of the Santa Clara 
Valley Audubon Society. “The decision implies that losing the species from all coastal 
areas, the greater Bay Area, and southwestern California is not significant. Do we have to 
get down to just a handful of owls remaining outside of the San Joaquin and Imperial 
Valleys to get the species listed?” 
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 “The Fish and Game Commission appears to have decided to pursue the risky strategy of 
putting all of their eggs in one basket.  Apparently, the Commission thinks it is OK to have 
70% of the owl population in less than 3% of the state even when that area is undergoing 
changes in agriculture and increasing urban development.  We don’t believe that such an 
approach  is supported by the plain language of the state ESA,” declared Kim Delfino, 
California Program Director for Defenders of Wildlife. 
After receiving a listing petition, the DFG must evaluate the petition and other available 
information and make a recommendation to the Commission as to whether or not to accept 
the petition.  A species qualifies for listing under CESA if it is endangered or threatened 
throughout all, or a significant potion, of its range in California.  The October 2003 DFG 
recommendation to the Commission not to accept the petition failed to address the crucial 
issue of the owl’s status in a “significant portion” of its range and also contained inaccurate 
and misstated status information.  A species must be designated as a “candidate” is there 
is sufficient information that listing may be warranted, a threshold far surpassed by the 
listing petition. 
 
The western burrowing owl is a small ground-nesting bird of prairie and grassland habitats. 
 Burrowing owls in California rely upon burrows dug by ground squirrels for nests, and 
require suitable habitat consisting of open fields with adequate food supply for foraging, 
low vegetative cover to allow owls to watch for predators, and roosting sites.  Many 
historical accounts by naturalists reported the species was one of the most common birds 
in California.  Burrowing owls ranged throughout the Central Valley, were found in suitable 
habitat in coastal areas from Marin County south to the Mexican border, and sparsely 
inhabited desert areas in northeastern and southeastern California.  Owls have been in 
continuous decline throughout the state since at least the 1940s.  Burrowing owls are 
threatened primarily by habitat loss to urban development and eradication of ground 
squirrels and other burrowing rodents.  The common practice of relocating owls from 
development sites is accelerating local declines in rapidly urbanizing areas. 
 
Surveys conducted throughout most of California during the early 1990s documented a 
nearly 60% loss in the number of breeding owl colonies known from the 1980s, and a 
decline in overall population numbers by 8% per year.  It was thought that an estimated 
9,450 breeding pairs of owls remained statewide at that time.  Of 51 California counties 
within the range of the species, breeding owls have recently been completely eliminated or 
nearly extirpated from 15 counties (Napa, Sonoma, Marin, San Francisco, San Mateo, 
Santa Cruz, Monterey, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura, Los Angeles, Orange, 
western San Bernardino, western Riverside, and San Diego Counties) and continue to 
decline in at least 30 other counties. 
 
While burrowing owl populations are declining in urban areas, densities of owls in some 
areas of the state have increased with intensive agriculture, such as in the Imperial Valley, 
southern Central Valley, and the lower Colorado River Valley.  Over 71% of California’s 
breeding owls currently live in the margins of agricultural land in the Imperial Valley, an 
area that comprises only 2.5% percent of the land area of the state.  Owls in the Imperial 
Valley, which primarily nest in burrows in earthen irrigation channels, are facing threats 
from conversion of agricultural lands to urban development, plans to line earthen canals 
with concrete, and ground squirrel eradication programs.  Over 15% of the state’s breeding 
owls reside in the southern Central Valley, an area undergoing explosive human 
population growth and rapid conversion of agricultural lands to urban development. 
 



Other factors contributing to the decline of owls statewide include destruction of burrows 
through disking and grading, impacts of pesticides, increased predation by non-native or 
feral species, habitat fragmentation, and other human-caused mortality from vehicle 
strikes, electrified fences, collisions with wind turbines, shooting, and vandalism of nesting 
sites. 
  
There are currently no state or federal laws that protect owl habitat and such habitat is 
rarely purchased by agencies to conserve the owl and other grassland-dependent species. 
 An estimated 91% of all owls remaining in California occur on private land, much of which 
is threatened by future development.  Although federally designated as a Species of 
Special Concern in 1994, federal regulatory mechanisms such as Habitat Conservation 
Plans have proved inadequate in protecting significant owl habitat or stopping the rapid 
decline of the species.  State regulatory mechanisms, such as designation as a state 
Species of Special Concern in 1979, adoption of burrowing owl mitigation guidelines by the 
California Department of Fish and Game in 1995, state Fish and Game Codes protecting 
nesting raptors, and limited creation of mitigation banks to purchase habitat, have proved 
unsuccessful in protecting the burrowing owl and its habitat. 
 
Throughout the vast majority of the burrowing owl’s range in California, breeding owls 
persist in only small, declining populations of birds that are highly susceptible to 
extirpation.  The burrowing owl is in imminent danger of becoming extinct throughout a 
significant portion of its range in California, and requires immediate protection as an 
endangered or threatened species. 
 
The western burrowing owl has declined significantly throughout its range in North America 
and is listed as endangered in Canada and threatened in Mexico.  The majority of the mid-
western and western states within the owl’s range have listed the species: it is state-listed 
as endangered in Minnesota and Iowa, threatened in Colorado, and as a state Species of 
Special Concern in Kansas, Nebraska, Oklahoma, South Dakota, North Dakota, Montana, 
Idaho, Utah, Washington, Oregon, and California.  California supports the largest 
remaining breeding and wintering populations of the species. 
 
To view the listing petition, download photographs of the burrowing owl, or for 
further information visit www.biologicaldiversity.org/species/b-owl/index.html 
Additional photos are available at http://birdphotography.com 
 
The Center for Biological Diversity is a nonprofit environmental organization dedicated to 
the protection of native species and their habitats.  The Center works to protect and 
restore natural ecosystems and imperiled species through science, education, policy, and 
environmental law.  The Santa Clara Valley Audubon Society works to maintain, preserve, 
and protect native animal and plant habitats and to foster a greater public awareness of 
our environment, with emphasis on birds and their ecosystems, particularly in Santa Clara 
County and the San Francisco Bay Area.  Defenders of Wildlife is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to the protection of all native wild animals and plants in their natural 
communities. Defenders programs encourage protection of entire ecosystems and 
interconnected habitats while protecting predators that serve as indicator species for 
ecosystem health.  The San Bernardino Valley Audubon Society is a non-profit corporation 
dedicated to conserving and restoring natural ecosystems, focusing on birds and other 
wildlife for the benefit of humanity and the earth’s biological diversity.  The California State 
Park Rangers Association is an organization of park professionals dedicated to 
advancement of the highest principles of public service, established to support and 
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preserve California State Parks for present and future generations.  The Tri-County 
Conservation League, Inc. is a public interest corporation with a membership that 
promotes the educational, recreational and conservation values of the natural resources of 
the Santa Ana River and its drainage system in Riverside, San Bernardino, and Orange 
Counties. 

 

 


